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Shortly before dawn, like soldiers on guard, they held their shovels at their sides; the 
gate, on which their eyes were intensely fixed, was still closed to sunlight... 

Within their line of sight, a barbed-wire fence stretches out; the fence is too 
high to dream of climbing, or finding gaps to pass through ... and even if you dared, 
those sharp, spears-like edges dig into the flesh somewhere, belly or hips, sending 
you and your dreams into oblivion and forever.” 

The sight of the factory gate was planted, like a dream, in a remote corner of 

the world; it’s a dream hung between doubt and certainty, obscurity and clarity. 
Every day, in the city squares, on the docks of the ports, the perception of it (the 
gate) crushes their spirits and fragments their souls. That feeling of frustration was 
not new; they had already experienced it while fighting for a job in the malaria 
campaigns in the marshes. 
(that dream is deeply ingrained in their faces while they were on ships, full of sorrow 
and hope, heading south... or painted in the blue skies of winter as they were heading 
toward the land of ‘Mashraqat.’ That dream is a feeling you experience only when 
you stand in line, one morning, striving to be hired for a day). 

On such a morning their conversations are abrupt and disjointed; and cause 
discord or brawl. 

“Will the factory owner be late?,’ Sabbar asked questioningly . 


A deep, low, mocking voice answered: 
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‘The owner, huh? What is your business with him?’ 

With a wry laugh, the slow voice continued: 

‘Ha... ha! Why did you even bother to come so early? You could have ordered the 
quantity of bricks, your villa needs, over the phone.’ 

As the people around him laughed, Sabbar withdrew in disgrace. The laughter 
faded, but the slow voice continued: 

‘Oh! Mate, I see you are new to the business... the owner never comes up early. He 
doesn’t need to do so; it suffices him to set ‘his dogs’ on us; you’ll see how things 
go, once the gate opens. You’re looking for a job, right?’ 

Despite the derisive chuckles, Sabbar asked: 

‘I just want to know who’s in charge.’ Then he added: ‘well, they came to our 
village’; offering us to ‘ work as a ‘kandir’!. 

“What did you say? Kandir?’ The person with sluggish voice asked. 

These careworn people, to kill time while waiting, were drawing jumbled lines 
in the sand; the one with sluggish voice turned around, and commented sarcastically: 
‘Hey you, do you also want to be a kandir, and you over there...?’ 

He went on to say: 

‘Oh, brother, you should be grateful to Allah if they ever paid you the slightest 
attention (even of ‘spitting in your face’) ... it seems you are naive. We had all been 
through this process. When the kandir arrives, he examines us— new job seekers; 
the lucky one will be selected... you have two pronounced things— broad shoulders 
and excellent shovel— that would make him take you. Even though, I am still 
dubious; because no one knows how people think these days ...’ 

Sabbar was seriously perplexed. ‘when their agents came to our village, they 


looked around’, and said, ‘nothing good can come out of this rocky terrain, it’s an 


t a corrupted pronunciation of the word ‘conductor’. 
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unsustainable resource to rely on’. “And with that little creek, barely enough for your 
domestic and animal needs, how can you manage to irrigate the few vegetables you 
grow?,’ they kept bombarding us with questions. The opportunities at our place are 
plentiful, they said. What forces you to stay here!? Just come to our factory, no 
more; you will be employed as a kandir.’ When we asked, ‘what is a kandir’; ‘a 
supervisor’, they replied. ‘His job is to supervise the workers; and when he gets tired, 
he retires to a shady spot from where he can watch. At the end of the day, he receives 
one and a half Dinar or at least one Dinar.’ That was what Sabbar, with deep sigh, 
kept telling himself from time to time. 

Sabbar turned to look back at his mates; they came with the hope of washing 
away their sorrows. ‘Is this place big enough to hold our sorrows, and wash them 
away?’, he thought warily to himself. 

Awakened by the clatter of his friends’ shovels, he got to his feet and joined 
them hastening to the gate. At the gate, the supervisor, with a register in hands, and 
the clerk were standing. It’s the selection time; intense moments of apprehension, 
supplication, and hope where waves of voices, like sailboats, rise and fall... 
everybody crosses his fingers to be taken; the selected ones are like children who 
come home happy with high grades. 

Though the noises increased and grew louder, Sabbar, still armed with hope, 
continued to implore the supervisor: 

-But you said, “we will hire you.’ 

- ‘No way’, the supervisor answered. 

Sabbar reiterated: 

‘We are not asking for position of ‘kandir’ ... at least a worker.’ 
‘I said, no way’, the supervisor harshly repeated. 


The gate was closed; but, behind it, torrents of curses never stopped. 
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I was among the ‘lucky ones’ who passed the fences and got inside. I am Salman 
alGhabban looking for troubles— as they say. I was looking for troubles. I wear a 
white shirt with a starched collar and that’s why I got in a fight with a policeman... 
at a police station, where I was taken, an unequal fight broke out. Two more 
policemen joined the commissioner whose palm was callous and stiff. Even though 
I was handcuffed, I did my best to avoid their punches to my face and flank; they 
gave me a sound beating until my body swelled up... when I reported the case to the 
police, I did not tell the truth that I was the aggressor, and that assault story I made 
up was just a dream. The commissioner had two witnesses, and I had none. After I 
was convicted, I was fired from job. Since then I became like the earwig, every time 
I pass I receive blows with shouting: “it’s the stinger of the balls ... it’s the stinger 
of the balls” but by Allah, whose balls had I pierced? ? Just tell me. 

After that incident, circumstances changed, and my prestige fell. I had to 
forget my past, the one with the starched smooth collar; I had to put on some dirty 
khaki pants and a patched shirt... 

I had been after her face; I thought she was off the fences but for the last five 
consecutive months on the job, I couldn’t see her among those faces disappointed 
by the ‘kandir’. The face that made me suffer was in limbo, neither outside nor inside 
the fence. Those who got inside were very happy as if they were going to find the 
faces they were looking for ... but let them enjoy that illusion, which is much more 


pleasant, for them, than a thousand truths. 


? In Iraq, Earwig is called the pricker of men’s testicles. 
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We were each assigned a location where we would work. Next to me, on a high 
mound of soil, he stood; he had his hand on his shovel handle. He was a villager 
with stiff, wrinkled hands, sharp tongue but a soft heart. He was one of them, (their 
conversation, early that morning, still ringing in my ears). 

“You seem happy with the work,’ I said to him. 

‘Why not?,’ ‘The job will settle my problems with her family,’ He replied. ‘you’re 
unemployed’, her family said to me. So when the prospect of a job came up, I took 
my parents to ask for her hand. 

‘Is your father going to work here with you?,’ I asked. 

He laughed disappointedly, and said: 

-‘How could that be? His mission was done; it’s my turn to bear the burden.’ 

To find out how seriously he takes the wage problem, I further asked: 

-‘Have you ever thought thoroughly. Do you think your wage is enough to live on, 
and save something for a dowry?’ 


-‘Well, why should I think of? Is not one Dinar enough?’ he replied. 


-‘Who told you that? Your pay is like mine, just seven dirhams.’ I answered 
questioningly. 

Then I laughed wickedly; and he was startled. 
He didn’t believe what I said; he was in doubt: 
-‘But they told us... a Dinar at least?’ 

-It’s a big lie, oh, Brother. It’s the same trick used before, and trapped many. 
It’s the law of supply and demand; the greater the number, the lower the value of 
each of you. Have not they offered the ‘treat of kandir’ to ensnare you? 


-By Allah, what are you saying is true... 
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-And when you arrived, there were already hundreds like you waiting for a 
job. It’s your well-built body that caught the supervisor’s attention. It was blatantly 
put to you: accept the job or go back home to the village. There will come a day 
when even this option looks luxurious ... at which point you will return home empty- 
handed. 

- ‘Going back; how comes?’, he wondered. 

- You see. You can’t return. That’s the game they are playing with us. You are facing 
two options, equally frustrating: either accept the offer or starve to death. The pay, 
however, is at least a little better than death. 

He gnashed his teeth with rage, and swore: 

-‘Ah! Sons of bitches...! And he innocently asked: ‘but why...?’ 

-‘Apply to your work,’ I said... ‘the kandir is coming towards us. I cannot in one day 


make you...; it takes ages to explain the whole thing.’ 
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Below us, in a big pit, workers were busy lining up adobes on a conveyor belt ... 
their baskets moving along with the speed of the machine that produces the 
rectangular blocks of clay. 

We stand in a position facing the machine and its giant jaws; these jaws are 
lined with rows of toothed wheels. The machine gobbles up the soil delivered by 
tipper trucks at a point behind a raised steel platform, on which we are standing. We 
quickly push the soil into the swollen cavity of the machine, where it mixes with 
water. The mixture is then divided into blocks to be transported by conveyor belts 


to a giant oven. 


The Earwig. Fahad al-Asady. Translated by Zaid alAmiri 


cso GM cg poled ap j Aen ji gas) agd 6 Li II 


From that height, the teeth scene looks scary but I got used to it... the first day 
I was shocked: a slip and then Salman alGhabban would be a brick in a villa. 

They warned me. Take care, be careful, mind your step ... but I got used to it. 
It’s out of the question that I’m actually a brick destined for a certain villa.’ It doesn’t 
make any sense whether I like the machine or not. The machine no longer terrifies 
me; the thunder of the place drowns out the faint sounds of my soul ... with total 
indifference I ignored those noises; and that worked for me. And since other people’s 
suffering matters to me— I still have a moral disposition to assist people in need— 
I yelled at Sabbar: 
-‘Mind your step.’ 
-‘It grins at me, with its horrible teeth’, he said. 
-‘It grins at all of us’, I replied. 
-‘Can’t they make it more attractive?’ He innocently commented. 
-‘It would stop ‘digesting’, then....’ I smilingly responded. 

5 

The mound of dirt, delivered by tipper trucks, grew high and became barrier between 
them; Salman can no longer see Sabbar who rested his chin on the shovel he plunged 
into the mound of dirt. Before him, the chimney spitting its smoke into the sky... 

Sabbar began his monologue: 
‘The townspeople lost confidence in everything; they talk a lot of nonsense. 
alGhabban also talks a lot; so he can tell lies.” ‘Why did these big people, of the 
factory, act exactly as alGhabban explained?’ ‘They swore to us! Are they really 
cheating us? ‘Despite that, I’m not sure if alGhabban was honest; I have my doubts 
about what he says. Would that he (alGhabban) had lied. Perhaps alGhabban thought 


of me as: ‘a naive villager who can be easily fooled.” 
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Sabbar wished the wage point wasn’t true. And he would forgive alGhabban 
for it if it were.... 

Her teeth gleamed in the sunlight. He embraced her figure like a round disc 
of bread... life embraced him in her green arms. ‘She falls exhausted on the grass. 
He throws himself on her. To free herself from his arms, she pushed him gently and 
amorously. Her bust rocks and trembles violently, and her cheeks blushed with 
shyness. When her scarf fell down around her neck, he held up her long, thick, black 
braids flowing down to her waist. But she quietly protests: ‘no Sabbar, don’t rush; 
leave it for the wedding night, it would be more enjoyable!’ ... his voice passes like 
a gust of wind: that was before ... and tonight is hers. The whole village was happy. 
My mother insisted on taking the outfit to the shrine of Imam Musa al-Kadhum in 
Baghdad before you put it on. We will live in the village near the factory... life is 
better; my wage is one Dinar...’ 

Oblivious to his surroundings, living in a complete ecstasy, his leg slid down 
the platform where the dirt pushed down into the mouth of the machine.... his leg 
kept plummeting lower and lower ... And he was unconscious, still tied to that very 
dream; not even the supervisor’s shrieks, from behind the mound, cursing him for 
standing like a mule, woke him from that sweet, yet fatal dream. 

An awful abyss awaited him, his moment was inescapable; it was too late to 
think about... the slippery chain dragged him further down and down the course of 
death. Trying to grab onto something, anything, to steady himself and slow his fall, 
he reaches his hand out; nothing there except the darkness he was enveloped by and 
floating in. His heart almost stopped beating; the specter of death, an end that 
nothing can stop, closely surrounded him on all sides, and drew him deeper into its 


realm. 
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Mortified by the horrible scene before their eyes, the workers on the top floor 
screamed loudly. But their screams, which grew even louder as he approached the 
toothed wheel, were drowned out by the roar of the machine; the workers on the 
lower floor did not get what these screams were. Suddenly his head banged into 
something hard. He struggled to cry out for help: ‘save me’... but the dirt, covering 
him inside the machine’s hold, blocked his screams. Abruptly a tooth pierced 
through his body ... 

At that moment his moan was so incredibly loud that it muffled the sound of 

the machine; and that his mouth poured out a torrent of dirt. The groans were heard 
by all works, on top and lower floors. Certainly, he went through horrible moments 
of torture. 
“those painful, shrieking cries touched the hearts of the rest as if they were their own. 
When the second spiky wheel crushed his body, no more sound could be heard. The 
stabbings, however, continued to tear him apart ... and before the workers, on the 
lower floor, could rush to stop the machine, his life’s journey was over... Sabbar 
ceased to exist, he became a moistened red mixture well kneaded into a brick. 

Outside the machine’s mouth, his legs were still dangling, as if they weren’t 
his. Serenely and calmly, the workers, on the upper floor, went down and pulled the 
legs out of the mouth of the machine. The legs were carried up, and plunged into the 
mound in an upright position around which the workers gathered as if to solemnly 
give him the last goodbye ... 

The factory fell into a grave silence ... glancing over at his buried legs, some 
silently asked: 

-“Let’s see what the committee of investigation can do...” 
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When the factory owner arrived late as usual ... and before he could say a word, the 
supervisor warned him: 

- ‘The incident turned them mad; they are ready to attack.’ ‘Stay away from them. 
Leave them alone. If they caught you, they would tear you to pieces. 

The owner said: 

- ‘What a calamity! Shall his family be entitled to compensation?’ 

To that, the supervisor responded: 

-‘No ... he wasn’t on the payroll in any way; nor was he registered under the Labor 
Insurance Act... he just started two hours ago. Do not worry, I’ll take care of this 
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A police car came to the factory and took me, I, Salman alGhabban, the earwig. 
At the police station, during the investigation, they said “because you are 
working so close to him, you are the only witness.” Therefore, I, also had to be the 


defendant in the Sabbar’s case. 


The story was originally published in the Baghdad-based AlAqlam, 1970, Volume 
11-12, pp. 41-44. 
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